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In Venezuela, 
State Oil Firm 
Teeters on Edge 


More Trouble in Nation 
Facing Recession 


By KIRK SEMPLE 
and CLIFFORD KRAUSS 


PUNTO FIJO, Venezuela — A 
general with no energy experi- 
ence has been installed as the 
head of the state oil company. Ar- 
rests, firings and desperate emi- 
gration have gutted top talent. Oil 
facilities are crumbling, while pro- 
duction is plummeting. 

As the rest of the oil-producing 
world recovers on the back of 
stronger energy prices, Venezue- 
la is getting worse, the result of 
dysfunctional management, 
rampant corruption and the coun- 
try’s crippling economic crisis. 
The deepening troubles at the 
state oil company, the country’s 
economic mainstay, threaten to 
further destabilize a nation and 
government facing a dire reces- 
sion, soaring inflation and unbri- 
dled crime, as well as food and 
medicine shortages. 

When energy prices started to 
crater several years ago, Vene- 
zuela and other oil-dependent na- 
tions suffered in tandem. Now, 
prices are rising and others in the 
oil patch are on the mend. 

Saudi Arabia’s government is 
slashing its deficits and reaping 
increased revenue. Even dysfunc- 
tional Libya and Iraq have been 
pumping and exporting like mad. 

Not Venezuela, the country 
with the largest proven reserves 
in the world. The state-owned oil 
company, Petróleos de Venezuela, 
known as Pdvsa, teeters on the 
brink of collapse, its failures at 
once a symptom and a cause of the 
nation’s downward economic spi- 
ral. 

The reasons can be clearly seen 
at the sprawling oil refining com- 
plex here on the Caribbean coast. 
Once the crown jewel of Venezue- 
la’s oil industry, it not only fueled 
the country’s booming economy 
but also produced an abundance 
of lucrative gasoline and diesel for 
export. 

Today, the complex is in severe 
decay. A lack of investment com- 
pounded by cash flow problems 
and chronic shortages of spare 
parts have crippled operations, 
critics say. 

It is closing out the year operat- 
ing at only 20 percent capacity, 
with 76 of 84 plants paralyzed, 
said Ivan Freites, a union leader 
and outspoken government critic. 
The complex does not have the 
computer software to diagnose its 
production problems, nor the 
money to fix them if they did. 

“It’s like a slow death,” Mr. Fre- 
ites said. 

With facilities around the coun- 
try in disrepair, Venezuela has 
been unable to take advantage of 
rising prices by pumping out more 
oil and ramping up refinery opera- 
tions. Production is falling 20,000 

Continued on Page A6 
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Help in Syria, at Last 
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After protracted talks, a medical aid agency said it was allowed into a rebel stronghold near Damascus, the Syrian capital. Page A8. 


Sweden Adds Human Touch to a Robotic Future 


By PETER S. GOODMAN 


GARPENBERG, Sweden — 
From inside the control room 
carved into the rock more than 
half a mile underground, Mika 
Persson can see the robots on the 
march, supposedly coming for his 
job here at the New Boliden mine. 

He’s fine with it. 

Sweden’s famously generous 
social welfare system makes this 
a place not prone to fretting about 
automation — or much else, for 
that matter. 

Mr. Persson, 35, sits in front of 
four computer screens, one dis- 


New Roles for Workers 


in Rise of Automation 


playing the loader he steers as it 
lifts freshly blasted rock contain- 
ing silver, zinc and lead. If he were 
down in the mine shaft operating 
the loader manually, he would be 
inhaling dust and exhaust fumes. 
Instead, he reclines in an office 
chair while using a joystick to con- 
trol the machine. 

He is cognizant that robots are 
evolving by the day. Boliden is 
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testing self-driving vehicles to re- 
place truck drivers. But Mr. Pers- 
son assumes people will always be 
needed to keep the machines run- 
ning. He has faith in the Swedish 
economic model and its protec- 
tions against the torment of job- 
lessness. 

“Pm not really worried,’ he 
says. “There are so many jobs in 
this mine that even if this job dis- 
appears, they will have another 
one. The company will take care of 
us.” 

In much of the world, people 
whose livelihoods depend on pay- 
checks are increasingly anxious 


Continued on Page A8 
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Oskar Pals operating a loader by remote control at the New Boliden mine in Garpenberg, Sweden. 


One Apple Orchard and 5,000 Government Rules 


By STEVE EDER 


ALTAMONT, N.Y. — For eight 
weeks every fall, Indian Ladder 
Farms, a fifth-generation family 
operation near Albany, kicks into 
peak season. 

The farm sells homemade apple 
pies, fresh cider and warm dough- 
nuts. Schoolchildren arrive by the 
busload to learn about growing 
apples. And as customers pick 
fruit from trees, workers fill bins 
with apples, destined for the 
farm’s shop and grocery stores. 

This fall, amid the rush of com- 
merce — the apple harvest season 
accounts for about half of Indian 
Ladder’s annual revenue — fed- 


TRUMP RULES 
A Regulatory Pile-On 


eral investigators showed up. 
They wanted to check the farm’s 
compliance with migrant labor 
rules and the Fair Labor Stand- 
ards Act, which sets pay and other 
requirements for workers. 

Suddenly, the small office staff 
turned its focus away from mak- 
ing money to placating a govern- 
ment regulator. 

The investigators arrived on a 
Friday in late September and in- 
terviewed the farm’s manage- 
ment and a group of laborers from 


Jamaica, who have special work 
visas. The investigators hand de- 
livered a notice and said they 
would be back the following week, 
when they asked to have 22 types 
of records available. The request 
included vehicle registrations, in- 
surance documents and time 
sheets — reams of paper in all. 
Over the next several days, the 
Ten Eyck family, which owns the 
farm, along with the staff devoted 
about 40 hours to serving the in- 
vestigators, who visited three 
times before closing the books. 
“It is terribly disruptive,” said 
Peter G. Ten Eyck II, 79, who runs 
the farm along with a daughter 


Continued on Page A16 


One Sure Thing 
About Tax Bill: 
New Loopholes 


By NATALIE KITROEFF 


It was supposed to be a tax cut 
for manufacturers. Then it got out 
of control. 

World Wrestling Entertain- 
ment took it for producing 
wrestling videos. Regional gas 
stations claimed it because they 
mix ethanol with base fuel. Gro- 
cery stores asked for it because 
they spray their fruit so that it rip- 
ens. Pharmacies could take it be- 
cause they have booths that print 
photos. 

Republicans in Congress 
passed that deduction more thana 
decade ago, and they repealed it in 
the tax bill signed on Friday by 
President Trump. It is a lesson in 
the abundant creativity of Ameri- 
can business in interpreting the 
tax code. 

The latest overhaul could play 
out the same way. Already, law- 
yers and accountants are eyeing 
several provisions that investors 
and companies could potentially 
exploit. 

The bill, for example, lowers the 
taxes on so-called pass-through 
income, which is earned by part- 
nerships and other types of busi- 
nesses. Congress sold the provi- 
sion as a way to help smaller com- 
panies. But lawmakers added lan- 
guage that allowed big real estate 
developers to benefit. The result 


Continued on Page All 


RISKY MOVE The I.R.S. cautions 
people racing to prepay property 
taxes ahead of new rules. PAGE B4 
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NEW YORK CRIME 
PLUNGES TO LEVEL 
UNSEEN SINCE SOs 


BROAD GAINS IN SAFETY 


Killings at Record Lows 
— Reports of Sexual 
Misconduct Rise 


By ASHLEY SOUTHALL 


It would have seemed unbeliev- 
able in 1990, when there were 
2,245 killings in New York City, but 
as of Wednesday there have been 
just 286 in the city this year — the 
lowest since reliable records have 
been kept. 

In fact, crime has fallen in New 
York City in each of the major fel- 
ony categories — murder and 
manslaughter, rape, assault, rob- 
bery, burglary, grand larceny, and 
car thefts — to a total of 94,806 as 
of Sunday, well below the previous 
record low of 101,716 set last year. 

If the trend holds just a few 
more days, this year’s homicide 
total will be under the city’s previ- 
ous low of 333 in 2014, and crime 
will have declined for 27 straight 
years, to levels that police officials 
have said are the lowest since the 
1950s. The numbers, when taken 
together, portray a city of 8.5 mil- 
lion people growing safer even as 
the police, under Mayor Bill de 
Blasio, use less deadly force, 
make fewer arrests and scale 
back controversial practices like 
stopping and frisking thousands 
of people on the streets. 

“There is no denying that the 
arc is truly exceptional in the un- 
broken streak of declining crime,” 
said William J. Bratton, who re- 
tired from his second stint as po- 
lice commissioner last year. 

But officials see one area of con- 
cern: an increase in reports of 
rapes toward the end of the year. 
The increase, which officials said 
included a_higher-than-normal 
number of attacks that occurred 
more than one year ago, coincided 
with the publication of accusa- 
tions against powerful men like 
Harvey Weinstein, which gave 
rise to the # MeToo movement en- 
couraging victims to come for- 
ward. City police officials have 
said they believed news coverage 
played a role in the spike in re- 
ports, though they also credited 
their own efforts combating do- 
mestic violence with encouraging 
victims to speak up. 

And while rapes were down 
from last year by one, to 1,417, mis- 
demeanor sex crimes — a catchall 
for various types of misconduct 
that includes groping — ticked up 
9.3 percent to 3,585 so far. 

The lower homicide numbers 
are still preliminary — and in- 
clude one announced on Wednes- 
day night — but they jibe with 
large drops in killings in major cit- 
ies like Chicago and Detroit, while 
contrasting with sizable increases 
in killings in smaller cities like 
Charlotte and Baltimore. 

The city today is a far cry from 
what it was when Mr. Bratton ar- 
rived in 1990 to become the head of 
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SPECIAL REPORT 


THE MYSTERIOUS, 
“MAN IN BLUE’ 


Profiting From a Crisis 


The opioid epidemic has be- 
come a nationwide crisis. And 
in crisis, there is opportunity. 
Entrepreneurs, many of them 
recovering addicts, have turned 
drug treatment into a $35 bil- 
lion industry built on haphaz- 
ard regulations, costly urine 
tests and shady marketing. 
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BUSINESS DAY B1-6 
The Start of a Pot Economy 


With marijuana set to be legal in Cali- 
fornia, entrepreneurs, including edibles 
PAGE B6 


makers, will build a market. 


Crisis at Israeli Drug Maker 


Teva Pharmaceuticals’ move to lay off 
14,000 workers was greeted with out- 
PAGE B1 


rage and a nationwide strike. 


NATIONAL A10-17 


the workplace. 


children within 90 days. 


Polling Men on Harassment 


A new poll offers some insight on the 
reports of unwelcome sexual conduct in 


Rebuke for E.P.A. on Lead 


A federal court wants new rules on the 
acceptable level of lead exposure for 
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near the Temple Mount. 


Trump Tribute Sought in Israel 
A cabinet minister proposed naming a 

train station in the Old City of Jerusalem 
for the U.S. president. The stop would be 
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Staying Tuned to Washington 
Each of the late-night TV hosts took a 
distinctive approach to the Trump 

administration in its first year. 


Ringing in the Banter 
Andy Cohen, below, and Anderson 

Cooper, the hosts of New Year’s Eve on 
CNN, discuss their bond. 
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SPORTSTHURSDAY B8-11 
Architect of the Un-Alabama 


Clemson Coach Dabo Swinney played 
for Alabama — and now squares off 
against it. His winning strategy? Be the 
opposite of Nick Saban. 
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NEW YORK A18-21 
When the Subway Is Far Away 


No physical structure embodies the 
divisions in New York City as plainly as 
the subway system, which serves the 


THURSDAY STYLES D1-6 


Burlap Covers the Hamptons 

Whether a wintry display of wealth or 
of horticultural necessity, coarse coats 
are swaddling greenery, transforming 
landscapes into art parks. 
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five boroughs unequally. PAGE A18 
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